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FAITH IN ACTION FAREWELL

MEANS 'MISSION ACCOMPLISHED'
DAYTON, Ohio- When Marilyn Bishop brought the Faith in Action group together
for the first ti'me a dozen years ago, she had a clear purpose: to make sure that people with
physical disabilities found full membership in their churches. Now with its mission
accomplished, the group is disbanding after a farewell dinner in May.
"A church community is a microcosm of a culture or society," says Bishop, director of
the Center for Ministry with Disabled People at the University of Dayton. "Church members
are no different from others who shy away or stand back from people with disabilities
because they don't know how to interact."
Faith in Action, started in 1981 because a survey by Bishop showed that people with
physical disabilities wanted access to and full participation in their churches, paved the way
for members to go back to their own churches and bring about changes in attitudes. Members
set up and conducted "access church services" to demonstrate to congregations in the Dayton
area that people with disabilities could serve as greeters, lectors, gift-bearers and Eucharistic
ministers and make other contributions to worship services. And they pushed for churches to
mak:W;facilities accessible.
Faith in Action, which won national and state awards for its work, was also a support
group for people who had been hurt in some way by their church and were not willing to go
back just yet.
"I wasn't connected with a church at the time I had a stroke," says Frank !Viley, who
joined the group in 1983 at the invitation of a friend. "But over the course of activities, it
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became evident that the people involved in Faith in Action had some pretty good things going
for them. I discovered you can't be a moocher all your life, you have to participate fully."
Wiley, who has partial paralysis and uses a wheelchair, says the first step for people
with disabilities is to physically get into the church and observe the service. "The next step
is to get involved as part of the congregation, not just be an observer on the outside looking
in," he says.
"It happened in my life. I started off unchurched and ended up fully involved in a
local parish."
Joan Davis has seen church culture change since she and her daughter, Donna, became
members of Faith in Action about 10 years ago. Joan raised her daughter, who has mild
retardation and cerebral palsy and uses a wheelchair, in the Catholic tradition and took her to
Mass regularly on Sundays. But Joan didn't get much support from the congregation.
"It could just be me, but I felt that people in the church thought I was bringing Donna
to church to make a show of it," Joan says. "But one time I remember I had Donna in
church and we were getting ready to leave when some man stood up and shook my hand. I
thought, 'Oh my, he really approves of Donna coming to church.' That was the first time it
ever happened." Donna was 20 years old at the time.
Now 39, Donna participates in parish life by holding the basket of communion bread
for distribution, and she assists with a religion class for preschoolers. "This is something I've
wanted for Donna for a long time," Joan says.
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Joan says Faith in Action members have served the church by making congregations

aware of the contributions that people with disabilities can make. "And not only that, I think
their own spiritual lives have been upgraded because they've been able to give of
themselves," she says. "It's been a real blessing."
-30NOTE TO EDITORS: For media interviews, call Marilyn Bishop at (513) 229-4325.

